






36 All Hands on Deck

Recommendation 15: Encouraging schools to take 
innovative, comprehensive approaches to preparing students 

A “21st Century School” — one that uses comprehensive, 
innovative approaches that contribute to the postsecondary and 
career readiness of all students — may marshal a combination of 
the following strategies:

 » Signifi cant collaboration with local businesses and 
community organizations to provide students with 
experiential learning opportunities

 » Signifi cant collaboration with postsecondary institutions 
to ensure the alignment of secondary and postsecondary 
expectations and curricula

 » Flexible scheduling and funding models
 » Use of assessments to demonstrate student college and 
career readiness skills and outcomes and to identify students 
who are not on track for readiness 

 » “On Ramp” supports to help all students achieve readiness 
 » Opportunities for all high school students to earn up to two 
years of postsecondary credit

 » Curricula that integrate relevant, real-world applications and 
experiences

 » Career and Postsecondary Plans for all students 
 » Professional development that promotes continual 
improvement of instruction and helps teachers link 
instructional practices to the world of work

 » Integration of technology into the classroom to expose 
students to the world around them and to facilitate student 
learning with and about technology

 » Leveraging fi nancial and non-fi nancial support of local 
community partners

To incentivize the local development of comprehensive strategies 
to prepare students for success in careers and postsecondary 
studies, Minnesota should develop a “21st Century Schools” 
program that awards schools undertaking most or all of the 
strategies outlined above.

Similar incentive programs have been successful in Minnesota.  
For example, the “Star City” program, which encouraged cities to 
complete 11 important economic development tasks — including 
developing a fi ve-year plan and creating a local development 
corporation — produced 200 “Star Cities” around the state.  
Such programs spur collaborative action, build pride for locally-
developed solutions, and are low-cost.

Minnesota should support and recognize schools that use 
holistic strategies to prepare students for success after high 
school.
While individual strategies may prove successful in helping all 
students prepare for career and postsecondary success, schools 
and districts that combine multiple complementary strategies 
are more likely to achieve deep, sustained results.  

Recommendation 15
The Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) should create a “21st Century” designation for K-12 schools that take comprehensive 
and innovative approaches to preparing their students for college and careers.  MDE should work with partners in business, workforce 
development, postsecondary education, and K-12 to develop the requirements for the “21st Century” designation.  MDE should award 
“21st Century” status to districts and schools that develop and implement comprehensive plans that meet the established requirements.  
Awardees and their home cities should be provided with plaques, banners, and road signs to publicize their accomplishments.  The 
designation could also be printed on student diplomas.
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Minnesota faces a growing skills gap.
Just seven years from now, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will require education beyond high school.1 Yet today, only 40 percent of working-age 
adults in Minnesota have a postsecondary degree.2 Furthermore, education levels among American workers are expected to decline in coming 
years — a virtually unprecedented trend.3  

Four Recommendations to Increase Credential Attainment Among Adults

Our state’s economic competitiveness is at stake.
The skills gap limits opportunities for businesses and individuals, 
stunting economic growth. A large percentage of businesses report 
moderate or serious skills shortages — including almost two-thirds 
of bioscience companies and nearly half of all energy fi rms.4 Under-
skilled Minnesotans are fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to fi nd jobs that 
pay family-sustaining wages and offer advancement opportunities.

Closing the skills gap will put people back to work and 
help businesses thrive. 
Nearly 4 million Americans could go back to work if they had the 
right training. Closing the skills gap would put these individuals to 
work, reducing the national unemployment rate by an estimated 2.5 
percent.5 Recent national polls show that Americans rank closing the 
skills gap as the nation’s number one economic priority.6

To close the gap, we must focus on Minnesota’s current 
workforce.
Sixty percent of Minnesota’s labor force lacks education beyond high 
school — representing 1.2 million working adults. Further training and 
educating today’s workers is essential to our long-term growth, since 
this group will still make up over two-thirds of the state’s workforce in 
2035.7
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WORKING LEARNERS IN MINNESOTA
Among individuals 18 to 64 years old, six in ten lack a postsecondary degree.

251,210
Have no high school diploma. 

892,744
Have a high school diploma but have 
not entered college. 

832,371
Have completed some college but no 
degree.

1,304,740
Have a postsecondary degree.

60%

Source: American Community Survey 2008, U.S. Census Bureau. 
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For more information on these recommendations, see the GWDC’s 2011 Policy Advisory, 
All Hands on Deck: Sixteen Ideas for Strengthening Minnesota’s Workforce, available at www.gwdc.org
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Across the nation, average education 

levels are projected to decline.

GROWING DEMAND FOR SKILLS
By 2018, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will 

require some education beyond high school.

Sources: American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau; Help Wanted, Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce; National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. Trendlines beyond 2008 are based on single-point-in-time estimates. 

30

40

50

6060

70%MINNESOTA’S GROWING SKILLS GAP
Minnesota faces a growing skills gap due to increasing 
educational demand among employers and projected 
declines in education levels.  
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Increasing postsecondary credential attainment in high-
demand � elds should be a statewide goal.
Employers value credentials. Studies show that earning a 
postsecondary credential leads to signifi cantly increased wages and 
job opportunities.8 To ensure that businesses can fi nd the highly-
skilled workers they need, we need to increase the attainment of 
postsecondary credentials in high-demand fi elds. 

Our workforce needs education and training that works 
for them.
Going back to school can be a challenge, especially for those who are 
working or raising a family. For those who lack basic skills, the uphill 
climb can be even more challenging. Working learners need fl exibility, 
support, and guidance to successfully complete their education, along 
with courses that emphasize relevant on-the-job skills.9

� e challenges we face require a renewed focus on 
cultivating our most precious asset — our people.  
Minnesota has long recognized that shared prosperity rests in the 
quality of its workforce. The state’s leaders must come together to set 
a bold vision to meet the call of tomorrow’s economy.
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Four Recommendations for Creating Work Options for Aging Workers

Minnesota faces a growing skills gap.
Just seven years from now, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will require education beyond high school.1 Yet today, only 40 percent of working-age 
adults in Minnesota have a postsecondary degree.2 Furthermore, education levels among American workers are expected to decline in coming 
years — a virtually unprecedented trend.3  
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hold a postsecondary degree.

EDUCATION LEVELS EXPECTED TO FALL 
Across the nation, average education 

levels are projected to decline.

GROWING DEMAND FOR SKILLS
By 2018, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will 

require some education beyond high school.

Sources: American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau; Help Wanted, Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce; National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. Trendlines beyond 2008 are based on single-point-in-time estimates. 
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DWINDLING LABOR FORCE GROWTH
Slowing labor force growth in Minnesota means that economic growth will rely 
increasingly on productivity gains.  Education and training are key contributors to 
increased productivity.

1990-
2000

1.0

1.5%

0.5

0.0
2010-
2015

2030-
2035

2005-
2010

2025-
2030

2020-
2025

2015-
2020

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development; 
Minnesota State Demographic Center projections

For more information on these recommendations, see the GWDC’s 2011 Policy Advisory,  
All Hands on Deck: Sixteen Ideas for Strengthening Minnesota’s Workforce, available at www.gwdc.org

Our state’s economic competitiveness is at stake.
The skills gap limits opportunities for businesses and individuals, 
stunting economic growth. A large percentage of businesses report 
moderate or serious skills shortages — including almost two-thirds 
of bioscience companies and nearly half of all energy firms.4  Under-
skilled Minnesotans are finding it increasingly difficult to find jobs that 
pay family-sustaining wages and offer advancement opportunities. 

Closing the skills gap will put people back to work and 
help businesses thrive. 
Nearly 4 million Americans could go back to work if they had the 
right training. Closing the skills gap would put these individuals to 
work, reducing the national unemployment rate by an estimated 2.5 
percent.5 Recent national polls show that Americans rank closing the 
skills gap as the nation’s number one economic priority.6

To close the skills gap, we must build and retain the skills 
of aging workers.
In 2011, the older edge of the baby boomer generation will hit 
age 65. Since the highly-educated baby boomers make up roughly 
one-quarter of Minnesota’s population, their retirement will mean a 
shortage of workers in coming decades, especially in higher-skilled 
occupations.7 Accordingly, it is increasingly vital for Minnesota to build 
and retain the skills of aging workers.

Aging workers have many reasons to remain employed.
Keeping aging workers engaged in work will benefit Minnesota’s 
economy, but it will also be a benefit to aging workers themselves.  
From helping to rebuild retirement savings to maintaining meaningful 
relationships and a sense of purpose, work helps aging individuals 
attain higher levels of satisfaction in life.8  

Aging workers face barriers to employment.
Despite the growing need to build and retain the skills of our aging 
workforce, most employers lack specific strategies for supporting 
these individuals. Many aging workers would benefit from more 
flexibility in the workplace or from increased opportunities to gain 
new skills and find new options for work.

The challenges we face require a renewed focus on 
cultivating our most precious asset — our people.  
Minnesota has long recognized that shared prosperity rests in the 
quality of its workforce. The state’s leaders must come together to set 
a bold vision to meet the call of tomorrow’s economy.
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40% of Minnesota adults age 18-64 
hold a postsecondary degree.

EDUCATION LEVELS EXPECTED TO FALL 
Across the nation, average education 

levels are projected to decline.

GROWING DEMAND FOR SKILLS
By 2018, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will 

require some education beyond high school.

Sources: American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau; Help Wanted, Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce; National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. Trendlines beyond 2008 are based on single-point-in-time estimates. 
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Minnesota faces a growing skills gap due to increasing 
educational demand among employers and projected 
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2000

30

40

50

EDUCATION CREATES JOBS AND FUELS ECONOMIC GROWTH
By leading to higher wages, increased productivity, and less reliance on public 
assistance, education contributes significantly to our shared prosperity.  Many studies 
show how much we have to gain from improving education in Minnesota.   

...$86 MILLION in increased earnings

...$57 MILLION in increased spending

...$14 MILLION in increased tax revenues

...650 NEW JOBS 

CUTTING THE HIGH SCHOOL 
DROPOUT RATE BY HALF
in the Twin Cities metro area for 
just one year would lead to...

Sources: Economic Benefits of Halving the Dropout Rate and Paying Double: Inadequate High Schools 
and Community College Remediation, Alliance for Excellent Education; Levin, H., et al., The Costs and 
Benefits of an Excellent Education for All of America’s Children. Teachers College, Columbia University; 
Investment in Education: Private and Public Returns, Joint Economic Committee Study, U.S. Congress.

...$40,500 in public health savings

...$26,600 in criminal justice savings

...$3,000 in decreased welfare costs

PREVENTING ONE STUDENT
FROM DROPPING OUT
would result in an average 
lifetime savings of...

...$49 MILLION in direct savings to 
public colleges and universities

...$40 MILLION in increased student 
earnings

ELIMINATING THE NEED FOR 
REMEDIAL EDUCATION 
among new college students for 
one year would result in...

...10 TO 25 PERCENT of overall 
economic growth

ADVANCES IN EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT
account for...

Five Recommendations to Ensure All Students Graduate Ready for Success
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For more information on these recommendations, see the GWDC’s 2011 Policy Advisory, 
All Hands on Deck: Sixteen Ideas for Strengthening Minnesota’s Workforce, available at www.gwdc.org

Minnesota faces a growing skills gap.
Just seven years from now, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will require 
education beyond high school.1 Yet today, only 40 percent of working-
age adults in Minnesota have a postsecondary degree.2 Furthermore, 
education levels among American workers are expected to decline in 
coming years — a virtually unprecedented trend.3  

Our state’s economic competitiveness is at stake.
The skills gap limits opportunities for businesses and individuals, 
stunting economic growth. A large percentage of businesses report 
moderate or serious skills shortages — including almost two-thirds 
of bioscience companies and nearly half of all energy firms.4  Under-
skilled Minnesotans are finding it increasingly difficult to find jobs that 
pay family-sustaining wages and offer advancement opportunities.

Closing the skills gap will put people back to work and 
help businesses thrive. 
Closing the skills gap would better connect employers and workers, 
reducing the national unemployment rate by 2.5 percent.5 More 
generally, educational advances account for 10 to 25 percent of 
economic growth, and regions with higher levels of education have 
more productivity growth and higher incomes.6 Recent national polls 
show that Americans rank closing the skills gap as the nation’s number 
one economic priority.7    

To close the gap, all students should graduate high school 
ready for career and postsecondary success.
A high school diploma no longer guarantees a well-paying career and 
upward mobility.8 As the workers of tomorrow, today’s students must 
graduate prepared for careers and postsecondary education options 
that require advanced skills. We must ensure that K-12 education is 
demanding, engaging, and relevant to life after high school. 

Minnesota’s achievement gap must be closed.
Many students in Minnesota do not graduate ready for postsecondary 
success, and the achievement gap exacerbates the problem. While 31 
percent of ACT test-takers in Minnesota meet the college-readiness 
benchmarks set by ACT, only five percent of African American students 
and 17 percent of Hispanic students meet this threshold.  High school 
graduation rates for African American and Hispanic students are 
roughly half of those for white students.9 Our state simply cannot 
afford to leave these students behind.

The challenges we face require a renewed focus on 
cultivating our most precious asset — our people.  
Minnesota has long recognized that shared prosperity rests in the 
quality of its workforce. The state’s leaders must come together to set 
a bold vision to meet the call of tomorrow’s economy.

Governor’s Workforce Development Council
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Recommendations to Expand Work Opportunities for People with Disabilities

Our state’s economic competitiveness is at stake.
The skills gap limits opportunities for businesses and individuals, 
stunting economic growth. A large percentage of businesses report 
moderate or serious skills shortages — including almost two-thirds 
of bioscience companies and nearly half of all energy fi rms.4  Under-
skilled Minnesotans are fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to fi nd jobs that 
pay family-sustaining wages and offer advancement opportunities. 

Closing the skills gap will put people back to work and 
help businesses thrive. 
Nearly 4 million Americans could go back to work if they had the 
right training. Closing the skills gap would put these individuals to 
work, reducing the national unemployment rate by an estimated 2.5 
percent.5 Recent national polls show that Americans rank closing the 
skills gap as the nation’s number one economic priority.6

To close the gap, we must engage the talents and abilities 
of Minnesotans with disabilities. 
To help ensure that businesses can fi nd the highly-skilled workers 
they need, we must expand work opportunities for the one-in-six 
Minnesotans that have a disability. This diverse group has a lot of 
talent to offer: in a survey of Minnesota employers in 2005, employers 
of individuals with disabilities rated those employees equal to or 
higher than their other employees in similar positions in nearly all 
areas of performance.7  
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
40% of Minnesota adults age 18-64 
hold a postsecondary degree.

EDUCATION LEVELS EXPECTED TO FALL 
Across the nation, average education 

levels are projected to decline.

GROWING DEMAND FOR SKILLS
By 2018, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will 

require some education beyond high school.

Sources: American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau; Help Wanted, Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce; National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. Trendlines beyond 2008 are based on single-point-in-time estimates. 
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Minnesota faces a growing skills gap.
Just seven years from now, 70 percent of Minnesota jobs will require education beyond high school.1 Yet today, only 40 percent of working-age 
adults in Minnesota have a postsecondary degree.2 Furthermore, education levels among American workers are expected to decline in coming 
years — a virtually unprecedented trend.3  
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UNEMPLOYMENT HAS INCREASED MORE FOR PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES
From April 2009 to April 2010, the number of unemployed people grew by a 
significantly larger percentage for people with disabilities compared to those without.  

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Table A-6; data are for entire U.S.
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For more information on these recommendations, see the GWDC’s 2011 Policy Advisory, 
All Hands on Deck: Sixteen Ideas for Strengthening Minnesota’s Workforce, available at www.gwdc.org

� e talents and abilities of people with disabilities remain 
underutilized.
Nationally, the unemployment rate for people with disabilities stands 
at 14.8 percent, while the rate for those without a disability is nine 
percent.8 Importantly, these statistics do not refl ect the reality that 
many people with disabilities would like to work but do not actively 
seek employment due to the barriers they face. 

Employment has much to o� er people with disabilities.
The opportunity to work helps people with disabilities truly become 
a part of their community, helping them to build relationships and 
contribute their talents. By working, individuals gain dignity, self-
reliance, and economic independence, thereby reducing dependence 
on public assistance and changing public perceptions about disability.  

� e challenges we face require a renewed focus on 
cultivating our most precious asset — our people.  
Minnesota has long recognized that shared prosperity rests in the 
quality of its workforce. The state’s leaders must come together to set 
a bold vision to meet the call of tomorrow’s economy.

Increasing Credential Attainment for Adults
To close the skills gap, we must focus on Minnesota’s current workforce.  Recommendations 
include:

 » Expanding the FastTRAC Initiative

 » Setting a statewide credential attainment goal

 » Aligning state data systems

 » Reducing cost barriers through opportunity grants

Creating Work and Lifetime Learning Options for Aging Workers

Building and retaining the skills of aging workers is key to sustaining economic growth.  
Recommendations include:

 » Ensuring Minnesota’s workforce development system can address the needs of aging 
workers

 » Developing a state plan to extend the work life of aging Minnesotans

 » Establishing Lifelong Learning Accounts

 » Supporting entrepreneurship and small business development among aging workers

Expanding Work Opportunities for Minnesotans with Disabilities

The talents and abilities of Minnesotans with disabilities should be fully engaged.  
Recommendations include:

 » Establishing the State of Minnesota as a model employer of people with disabilities

 » Ensuring WorkForce Centers and their services are accessible and usable for all 
Minnesotans

Ensuring All High School Graduates are Ready for Success

Preparing all students for career and postsecondary success will ensure inclusive prosperity 
for future generations.  Recommendations include:

 » Helping students navigate their future through career and postsecondary planning

 » Increasing dual credit opportunities

 » Assessing and supporting students not on-track to career and postsecondary readiness

 » Aligning academic standards and teacher preparation with real-world learning

 » Recognizing and encouraging “21st Century Schools”

All Hands on Deck One-Pagers
Download convenient one-page briefs on each section of All Hands on Deck including recommendations and key facts at 
www.gwdc.org/publications

Additional Resources
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Legislative Tracker and the Implementation of All Hands on Deck
Track workforce-related legislation, follow progress on implementing GWDC 
recommendations, and learn more about how you can get involved at 
www.gwdc.org/action 

Mind the Gap: An Online Tour of Minnesota’s Skills Gap
Learn more about Minnesota’s skills gap, its causes, and implications in a quick graphical 
tour at www.gwdc.org/skills_gap

A Guide to the GWDC and Minnesota’s Workforce System
Our online guide can help you learn more about the GWDC, its partners, and Minnesota’s 
workforce development system.  Available at www.gwdc.org/orientation_guide

Your source for policy that works
gwdc.org



Your source for policy that works
gwdc.org

Return on Investment Initiative
In order to help Minnesota achieve more with its limited resources, 
the GWDC is developing a comprehensive return-on-investment 
system that will help the state make smarter investments in workforce 
training and education.

Minnesota State Energy Sector Partnership
A three-year, six million dollar United States Department of Labor 
grant to provide training and job placement in the energy-effi cient 
building, construction, and retrofi t industries; the renewable electric 
power industry; and the bio-fuels industry.

Skills@Work
Skills@Work is a statewide campaign to address Minnesota’s growing 
skill needs, launched in 2011 by the GWDC and Greater Twin Cities 
United Way.  Skills@Work is engaging stakeholders around the state. 
Learn more at www.skillsatwork.org.

About the Governor’s Workforce Development Council
The Governor’s Workforce Development Council works to strengthen the skills of 
Minnesota’s workforce.  Made up of leaders from business, education, labor, community 
organizations, and state and local governments, the GWDC forges practical solutions to 
Minnesota’s workforce challenges and provides leadership on projects that are of strategic 
importance to the state.

The GWDC is Minnesota’s state Workforce Investment Board, mandated by Section 111 of 
the federal Workforce Investment Act of 1998 and further defi ned by Minnesota Statutes 
§166L.665. 

The GWDC is currently leading a number of initiatives to strengthen Minnesota’s 
workforce:
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